CHAPTER ONE

I

t was the most romantic plane ever made.
Standing on the dock at Southampton, at halfpast twelve on the day war was declared, Tom Luther
peered into the sky, waiting for the plane with a heart
full of eagerness and dread. Under his breath he
hummed a few bars of Beethoven over and over again:
the first movement of the ‘Emperor’ concerto, a stirring
tune, appropriately warlike.
There was a crowd of sightseers around him: aircraft
enthusiasts with binoculars, small boys and curiosity
seekers. Luther reckoned this must be the ninth time
the Pan American Clipper had landed on Southampton
Water, but the novelty had not worn off. The plane was
so fascinating, so enchanting, that people flocked to
look at it even on the day their country went to war.
Beside the same dock were two magnificent ocean
liners, towering over people’s heads, but the floating
hotels had lost their magic: everyone was looking at the
sky.
However, while they waited they were all talking
about the war in their English accents. The children
were excited by the prospect; the men spoke knowingly
in low tones about tanks and artillery; the women just
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looked grim. Luther was an American, and he hoped
his country would stay out of the war: it was none of
their business. Besides, one thing you could say for the
Nazis, they were tough on Communism.
Luther was a businessman, manufacturing wool
cloth, and he had had a lot of trouble with reds in his
mills at one time. He had been at their mercy: they had
almost ruined him. He still felt bitter about it. His
father’s menswear store had been run into the ground
by Jews setting up in competition, and then Luther
Woolens was threatened by the Commies – most of
whom were Jews! Then Luther had met Ray Patriarca,
and his life had changed. Patriarca’s people knew what
to do about Communists. There were some accidents.
One hothead got his hand caught in a loom. A union
recruiter was killed in a hit-and-run. Two men who
complained about breaches of the safety regulations
got into a fight in a bar and finished up in hospital. A
woman troublemaker dropped her lawsuit against the
company after her house burned down. It only took a
few weeks. Since then there had been no unrest.
Patriarca knew what Hitler knew: the way to deal with
Communists was to crush them like cockroaches.
Luther stamped his foot, still humming Beethoven.
A launch put out from the Imperial Airways flyingboat dock, across the estuary at Hythe, and made
several passes along the splashdown zone, checking for
floating debris. An eager murmur went up from the
crowd: the plane must be approaching.
The first to spot it was a small boy with large new
boots. He had no binoculars, but his eleven-year-old
4

HW862581_Text

17/07/2013 09:09:15

Night Over Water
eyesight was better than lenses. ‘Here it comes!’ he
shrilled. ‘Here comes the Clipper!’ He pointed southwest. Everyone looked that way. At first Luther could
see only a vague shape that might have been a bird, but
soon its outline resolved and a buzz of excitement
spread through the crowd as people told one another
that the boy was right.
Everyone called it the Clipper, but technically it was
a Boeing B-314. Pan American had commissioned
Boeing to build a plane capable of carrying passengers
across the Atlantic Ocean in total luxury, and this was
the result: enormous, majestic, unbelievably powerful,
an airborne palace. The airline had taken delivery of
six and ordered another six. In comfort and elegance
they were equal to the fabulous ocean liners which
docked at Southampton, but the ships took four or five
days to cross the Atlantic whereas the Clipper could
make the trip in twenty-five to thirty hours.
It looked like a winged whale, Luther thought as the
plane came closer. It had a big blunt whale-like snout,
a massive body, and a tapering rear which culminated
in twin high-mounted tailfins. The huge engines were
built into the wings. Below the wings was a pair of
stubby sea-wings which served to stabilize the aircraft
when it was in the water. The bottom of the plane had
a sharp knife-edge like the hull of a fast ship.
Soon Luther could make out the big rectangular
windows, in two irregular rows marking upper and
lower decks. He had come to England on the Clipper
exactly a week earlier, so he was familiar with its layout. The upper deck comprised the flight cabin and
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baggage holds and the lower was the passenger deck.
Instead of seat rows, the passenger deck had a series of
lounges with davenport couches. At mealtimes the main
lounge became the dining room, and at night the
couches were converted into beds.
Everything was done to insulate the passengers from
the world and the weather outside the windows. There
were thick carpets, soft lighting, velvet fabrics, soothing
colours and deep upholstery. The heavy soundproofing
reduced the roar of the mighty engines to a distant,
reassuring hum. The Captain was calmly authoritative,
the crew clean-cut and smart in their Pan American uniforms, the stewards ever-attentive. Every need was catered
for: there was constant food and drink; whatever you
wanted appeared as if by magic, just when you wanted
it – curtained bunks at bedtime, fresh strawberries at
breakfast. The world outside started to appear unreal,
like a film projected on to the windows, and the interior
of the aircraft seemed like the whole universe.
Such comfort did not come cheap. The round trip
fare was $675, half the price of a small house. The
passengers were royalty, movie stars, chairmen of large
corporations and presidents of small countries.
Tom Luther was none of those things. He was rich,
but he had worked hard for his money and he would
not normally have squandered it on luxury. However,
he had needed to familiarize himself with the plane.
He had been asked to do a dangerous job for a powerful
man – very powerful indeed. He would not be paid for
his work, but to be owed a favour by such a man was
better than money.
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The whole thing might yet be called off: Luther was
waiting for a message giving him the final go-ahead.
Half the time he was eager to get on with it; the other
half, he hoped he would not have to do it.
The plane came down at an angle, its tail lower than
its nose. It was quite close now, and Luther was struck
again by its tremendous size. He knew that it was 109
feet long, and 152 feet from one wing tip to the other,
but the measurements were just numbers until you
actually saw the goddamn thing floating through the
air.
For a moment it looked as if it was not flying but
falling, and would crash into the sea like a dropped
stone and sink to the bottom. Then it seemed to hang
in the air, just above the surface, as if suspended on a
string, for a long moment of suspense. At last it touched
the water, skipping the surface, splashing across the
tops of the waves like a stone thrown skimwise, sending
up small explosions of foam. But there was very little
swell in the sheltered estuary, and a moment later, with
an explosion of spray like the smoke from a bomb, the
hull plunged into the water.
It cleaved the surface, ploughing a white furrow in
the green, sending twin curves of spray high in the air
on either side: Luther thought of a mallard coming
down on a lake with spread wings and folded feet. The
hull sank lower, enlarging the sail-shaped curtains of
spray that flew up to left and right; then it began to tilt
forward. The spray increased as the plane levelled out,
submerging more and more of its belly. Then at last its
nose was down. Its speed slowed suddenly, the spray
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diminished to a wash, and the aircraft sailed the sea
like the ship it was, as calmly as if it had never dared to
reach for the sky.
Luther realized he had been holding his breath, and
let it out in a long relieved sigh. He started humming
again.
The plane taxied towards its berth, where Luther
had disembarked a week ago. The dock was a specially
designed raft with twin piers. In a few minutes, ropes
would be attached to stanchions at the front and rear
of the plane and it would be winched in, backwards, to
its parking slot between the piers. Then the privileged
passengers would emerge, stepping from the door on
to the broad surface of the sea-wing, then on to the
raft, and from there up a gangway to dry land.
Luther turned away, then stopped suddenly. Standing at his shoulder was someone he had not seen
before: a man of about his own height, dressed in a
dark grey suit and a bowler hat, like a clerk on his way
to the office. Luther was about to pass on, then he
looked again. The face beneath the bowler hat was not
that of a clerk. The man had a high forehead, bright
blue eyes, a long jaw and a thin, cruel mouth. He was
older than Luther, about forty, but he was broadshouldered and seemed fit. He looked handsome and
dangerous. He stared into Luther’s eyes.
Luther stopped humming.
The man said, ‘I am Henry Faber.’
‘Tom Luther.’
‘I have a message for you.’
Luther’s heart skipped a beat. He tried to hide his
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excitement, and spoke in the same clipped tones as the
other man. ‘Good. Go ahead.’
‘The man you’re so interested in will be on this
plane on Wednesday when it leaves for New York.’
‘You’re sure?’
The man looked hard at Luther and did not answer.
Luther nodded grimly. So the job was on. At least
the suspense was over. ‘Thank you,’ he said.
‘There’s more.’
‘I’m listening.’
‘The second part of the message is: Don’t let us
down.’
Luther took a deep breath. ‘Tell them not to worry,’
he said, with more confidence than he really felt. ‘The
guy may leave Southampton, but he’ll never reach New
York.’

Imperial Airways had a flying-boat facility just across
the estuary from Southampton docks. Imperial’s
mechanics serviced the Clipper, supervised by the Pan
American flight engineer. On this trip the engineer was
Eddie Deakin.
It was a big job, but they had three days. After
discharging its passengers at Berth 108, the Clipper
taxied across to Hythe. There, in the water, it was
manoeuvred on to a dolly, then it was winched up a
slipway and towed, looking like a whale balanced on a
baby carriage, into the enormous green hangar.
The transatlantic flight was a punishing task for the
engines. On the longest leg, from Newfoundland to
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Ireland, the plane was in the air for nine hours and on
the return journey, against head winds, the same route
took sixteen and a half. Hour after hour the fuel flowed,
the plugs sparked, the fourteen cylinders in each enormous engine pumped tirelessly up and down, and the
fifteen-foot propellers chopped through clouds and
rain and gales.
For Eddie that was the romance of engineering. It
was wonderful, it was amazing that men could make
engines that would work perfectly and precisely, hour
after hour. There were so many things that might have
gone wrong, so many moving parts that had to be
precision-made and meticulously fitted together so that
they would not snap, slip, get blocked or simply wear
out while they carried a forty-one-ton airplane over
thousands of miles.
By Wednesday morning the Clipper would be ready
to do it again.
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